Increased IgM-containing circulating immune complexes in patients co-infected with hepatitis C and hepatitis B.
To assess the role of circulating immune complexes (CIC) in chronic hepatitis C virus (HCV) infection, the relative frequency of CIC was determined in 60 patients with chronic hepatitis C alone, 19 patients co-infected with hepatitis B and C, 15 asymptomatic HCV carriers, and 54 healthy controls. Levels of CIC were determined with immunoglobulin-specific C1q-binding and conglutinin (K)-binding immune complex assays. Although there was no statistical difference in the levels of each type of CIC between asymptomatic HCV carriers and healthy controls, elevated levels of CIC containing IgM and IgG were common in patients with chronic HCV infection. Compared to patients with hepatitis C alone, patients co-infected with hepatitis B and C have a higher frequency of abnormal IgM-containing CIC and significantly higher levels of IgM-containing CIC. CIC levels in patients with chronic active hepatitis were significantly higher than those in patients with chronic lobular hepatitis or chronic persistent hepatitis. In conclusion, although CIC containing IgM and IgG were common in patients with chronic hepatitis C, abnormal IgM-containing CIC are the major types of CIC in patients co-infected with hepatitis B and C. An immune-mediated mechanism may play a role in the pathogenesis of chronic hepatitis C.